public virtue and the roots of american government richard vetterli and gary bryner the idea of virtue was central to the political thought of the founders of the american republic every body of thought they encountered every intellectual tradition they consulted every major theory of republican government by which they were influenced emphasized the importance of personal and public virtue it was understood by the founders to be the precondition for republican government the base upon which the structure of government would be built virtue was the common bond that tied together the greek roman christian british and european ideas of government and politics to which the founders responded there were of course a variety of views among the framers yet there was general agreement over two critical elements of republican government first that there were essential preconditions that must exist before republican government is a possibility and that those preconditions must be continually fostered and maintained and second that the elements of republican government included public and private institutions governing structures and procedures popular beliefs personal character and shared commitments As the leaders of the new american states considered the viability of a republic the fundamental question they asked was whether americans had sufficient virtue to make self government work to soften the sharpest edges of self interests to temper the most disruptive personal and social passions and to ensure sentiments of support and patriotism for the polity given the nature of man as they understood it they were not at all confident that self government over time was even a possibility but of one thing they appear to 
